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European Added Value in Action

The added value of European cohesion policy


Cohesion policy provides the largest EU financial support, amounting to €638 billion
together with national co-financing for the period 2014-2020.



Cohesion policy will help more than 7.4 million unemployed people find a job and over
8.9 million people gain new qualifications.



6.8 million children will get access to new or modernised schools and childcare facilities.

Reducing disparities for an ever closer Union
The reduction of disparities is the main objective of cohesion policy. Article 174 of the Treaty on the
Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) states that 'In order to promote its overall harmonious
development, the Union shall develop and pursue its actions leading to the strengthening of its
economic, social and territorial cohesion. In particular, the Union shall aim at reducing disparities
between the levels of development of the various regions and the backwardness of the least favoured
regions'. EU cohesion policy is therefore a form of solidarity with these least favoured regions.
Following subsequent EU enlargements and particularly during the 2008 financial and economic crisis,
differences in living conditions in the EU28 have been increasing; between Member States and within
Member States themselves. Nevertheless, since 2014, the socioeconomic situation has gradually
improved. Indeed, compared to 2008, the gross domestic product (GDP) per capita converged in some
less developed regions towards the EU average in 2016. However, this was not the case in Southern
Europe.

High impact of cohesion policy on public investment
Cohesion policy represents about a third of the EU budget of €454 billion. With additional national and
private co-financing of €184 billion, cohesion policy is worth €638 billion. This provides a long-term
investment framework for regions and Member States and offers more reliable planning, compared to
national annual or biannual budgets.
The European structural and investment funds ('ESI funds') programmes and projects are implemented
through several funds. These are the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the European
Social Fund (ESF) and the Cohesion Fund (CF), as well as the European Agricultural Fund for Rural
Development (EAFRD) and the European Maritime and Fisheries Funds (EMFF). The highest share of the
Funds is directed to the 'less developed regions' whose GDP per capita is lower than 75 % of the EU
average, and to 'transition regions' with a GDP per capita between 75 % and 90 % of the EU average.
The 2008 crisis had a profound impact on national budgets and reduced the funding available for public
investment. The result was that between 2008 and 2014, average public investment was down by
approximately 15 % in real terms in the EU. Consequently the ESI funds became more relevant to
financing public investment. From 2015 to 2017 the share of ESI funds ranged between 26 % and more
than 80 % in more than half of the Member States. In the EU12 countries this has contributed to a
significant convergence of GDP per head.
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Figure 1 – Cohesion policy funding as an estimated share of public investment, 2015-2017

Data Source: European Commission, DG REGIO.

EU key contributions by core areas
Cohesion policy supports the EU 2020 strategy with its thematic objectives, such as investment in
research, and the digital agenda, to boost low-carbon energy, and reduce social exclusion and poverty.
SMEs: 1.1 million SMEs will be supported. This will potentially lead to 420 000 new jobs. The
programmes will help more than 7.4 million unemployed people find a job and over
8.9 million people gain new qualifications.
Digitalisation: €16 billion is planned for the development of e-government, ICT services,
high speed broadband, smart grids and intelligent energy distribution systems. It is
expected that 14.5 million additional households will have broadband access.
Environment: The connection to wastewater treatment facilities will benefit 17 million
people and to smart grids will benefit 3.3 million people. The reduction of energy
consumption will help 870 000 households.
Social infrastructure and transport: Around 6.8 million children will get access to new or
modernised schools and childcare facilities and 42 million people to improved healthcare
services. Investment in transport will reduce travel times and increase the number of trams
and metros.
Territorial cooperation: Promotion of cross-border mobility is expected to see 240 000
people in labour mobility initiatives through cooperation between all labour market actors.
This will benefit 6 900 businesses and 1 400 research institutions.
Capacity building and administrative reforms: By the end of 2016, around €1.9 billion was
allocated to 123 projects representing 29 % of the planned €6.5 billion, mainly ESF funded.

Cohesion policy for young people and the unemployed
At the end of 2016, ESF and Youth Employment Initiative (YEI) programmes had delivered support to
7.8 million participants, including 4.2 million unemployed, of whom 1.6 million long-term unemployed,
and 2.1 million inactive people. Among the participants overall:
- 787 000 were in employment;
- 276 000 were in education or training;
- 458 000 were disadvantaged, including some people with a migrant background.
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Cohesion policy is visible solidarity

Data on the European structural and investment funds can be explored: at EU level, by thematic
priorities, by Member State and by fund.

Citizens' awareness of EU co-financed projects
Figure 3 – Citizens' awareness of EU co-financed projects

People's awareness of EU
financing of projects correlates
with the share of ESI funds in
public investment in their
Member State. According to the
Eurobarometer 2017 survey,
35 % of EU citizens had heard
about EU co-financed projects in
the area in which they live.
Although, figures vary within the
EU, in ten Member States a
majority of respondents had
heard of EU co-financed projects.
The rates range from 80 % in
Poland, 68 % in the Czech
Republic and 66 % in Lithuania,
to 16 % in Austria and 14 % in
Denmark.

Close to eight in ten people who
have heard about these projects
say that the impact on the
development of their regions has
been positive (78 %). In almost all
Member States at least twoData Source: European Commission, 2017.
thirds of respondents (67 %)
think that the co-funded projects
have had a positive impact on their city or region. The percentages range from Ireland (97 %), Poland
(94 %) and Malta (92 %), to Italy (43 %) Denmark (67 %) and Belgium (71 %).
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What to expect in the next long-term budget
According to the Commission's proposal of May 2018, EU cohesion policy will remain the main financial
instrument deployed to reduce regional disparities. If we add €330 billion in 2018 prices for ERDF, CF
and ESF, and €75.5 billion for EAFRD and EMFF, this represents a share of 36 % of the total EU budget.
The focus will be on:
Smarter Europe (innovation, digitisation, economic transformation and support to SMEs);
Greener Europe (EU fighting climate change, energy transition, renewables);
More connected Europe (strategic transport and digital networks);
More social Europe (decent work and access to social protection);
A Europe that is closer to the citizens (locally-led and urban development strategies).
Although regions lagging behind – mostly in the south and east of Europe – will continue to benefit
from considerable EU support, cohesion policy will invest in all regions – including richer Member States
– to achieve industrial transition, fight unemployment and integrate migrants. While GDP per capita
remains the main criterion for allocating funds, new criteria will also be considered, including youth
unemployment, low education levels, climate change, and the reception and integration of migrants.
Increased Member State co-financing rates will improve common responsibility for EU funded projects
in regions and cities. A guiding principle will be to reduce the administrative burden. Greater use of
simplified cost options and payments on conditions will make life easier for project promoters and
participants.

EP position on economic, social and territorial cohesion
Members of the European Parliament are still going through the details of the Commission's proposal.
On the one hand, Parliament welcomes the Commission's attempt to simplify how money is spent and
the greater focus on objectives in particular. On the other hand, it is concerned by the envisaged
reductions in cohesion policy funding that might be made under the next MFF. Although cohesion
policy cannot be the solution to all crises, Parliament considers that it helps to meet new challenges,
such as security or refugee integration. Its added value takes account of national needs along with the
specificities of regions and territories. Parliament also considers that shared management between
Member States and the Commission, together with the principle of partnership, need to be maintained
and strengthened in the post-2020 period. As an additional condition, the funds must be presented
more transparently to bring the Union closer to its people. To improve communication with European
citizens, it will be crucial to raise public awareness. Generally, for Parliament, it is important that
cohesion policy continues to be visible in all the European regions and remains the EU's main public
investment instrument for the 2021–2027 period.
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